of such insight, and people with the condition typically attribute the intrusions to an external source.)
I now give talks about my OCD. A frequent question from the audience is one that I am still ill-prepared to answer: "What caused it?" I don't know, and more to the point I don't care. For 20 years or so I have battled the symptoms. More recently, I sought and received treatment for those symptoms -a high daily dose of the antidepressant sertraline hydrochloride and several months' worth of weekly sessions of cognitive behavioural therapy. It seemed to work, and without anyone -psychiatrists, psychologists or me -trying to identify the cause.
Perhaps the question from others is down to simple curiosity. I tell a human story and it is natural to want to know how such stories begin. Maybe there is a degree of self-interest because people do not want to follow the path that I did. It could be me who is unusual in not caring about a cause, but when I find out that people have cancer or heart disease or have had a stroke, the cause of their suffering is pretty far down my list of enquiries. In the past two or three years, I have met lots of other people with OCD and other mental disorders. Many of them, like me, do not know and do not seem to care about the who, the where, the why and the when of their illness. There is only how. The other questions are not sinister. Instead, I think that they reflect an enduring mystery of mental illness. We do not know enough about the mind and the brain to build the backstory. (And as I said earlier, existing treatments do not require it.) Into this unknown creep the myths, the misunderstandings and the agendas. In psycho analysis, for example, as devised by Sigmund Freud, cause is everything and, sure enough, psychoanalysts usually find a sub conscious cause for a mental disorder that can be conveniently addressed by -oh, psychoanalysis.
The latest schizophrenia study helps to plug that causation gap. Schizophrenia has problems in the way that it is portrayed in the wider media, but the condition does escape the worst of the trivialization that plagues other forms of mental illness such as depression and OCD. No ignorant and patronizing opinion pieces have been penned in light of these latest developments to claim (as happens with depression, for instance) that the scientists are wrong and that schizophrenia is actually all about societal context and drug-company conspiracy. It is clearly an awful illness, and it -and by extension, other mental disorders -clearly has biological roots.
To expose those roots might lead to new treatments in future, or it might not. Either way, it helps. ■ David Adam is Editorial and Column editor for Nature in London. e-mail: d.adam@nature.com
